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On Feb. 5, President Ernesto Perez Balladares signed into law a bill establishing the office of human
rights ombud (Defensoria del Pueblo). The bill, passed by the Legislative Assembly in December
1996, was originally proposed by a special commission appointed by the president in 1995. Among
other duties, the office will investigate the conduct of government officials as it affects human rights,
recommend legislation touching on human rights issues, and receive complaints about human
rights abuses.
Even before the search for a director of the office got underway, the new law had came under attack
from opposition parties, the Catholic Church hierarchy, and human rights activists. In January, the
Committee on Peace and Justice of the Catholic Church urged the president to veto the bill because
of a provision that permits the Assembly to confirm the appointment of the director by a simplemajority vote instead of the two-thirds vote contained in the original version of the proposal.
Since the governing Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) commands more than enough
votes to select whomever it wants, critics say the director will be little more than a "puppet" and
a PRD "employee." Miguel Antonio Bernal of the University of Panama law school said that, to be
effective, the human rights office should be independent of the political process, have control of its
own budget, and have sufficient enforcement powers. However, as the law stands now, the director
will have none of these attributes, say critics.
PRD leaders responded to the criticism by arguing that, despite any flaws, the law is a step in the
right direction. PRD legislator Roberto Abrego defended the voting requirement, noting that it was
no different than the system used to appoint other high public officials, such as the attorney general
or the comptroller." [Sources: Gaceta Economica (Panama), 08/96; Inter Press Service, 01/12/97;
El Panama America, 01/12/97, 01/15/97; El Siglo (Panama), 02/06/97; Inforpress Centroamericana
(Guatemala), 02/12/97]
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